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Alben Henry Krehbiel, the artist who
created exquisite murals for the Supreme
Court Building of his adopted state, was a
man of many talents and many artistic
moods. Eleanor Jewett, art critic of the Chi-
cago Tribune, once said of Krehbiel's
vibrant Illinois landscapes: “His pictures
will long be remembered for their happy
note, their impression of joy in nature, and
the sheer beauty of their impetuous, irre-
sponsible color.”!

A uniquely personal view of the artist
can be found in his papers and corre-
spondence, which form the basis of this
essay. The author, wife of the artist’s late
son, Evans Krehbiel, read through news-
paper accounts, reminiscences of family
members, and original writings of Albert
Krehbiel in preparing this narrative.

Albert Henry Krehbiel was the third son
of Anna and John Jacob Krehbiel of Den-
mark, Iowa. The elder Krehbiel, a promi-
nent Mennonite layman and prosperous
carriage and buggy maker, was later a co-
founder and first president of the board of
trustees of Bethel College in Newton,
Kansas.? During his early years in lowa
and Kansas, young Albert developed the
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love for the outdoors that he sustained and
celebrated throughout his life.

One of Albert’s happiest recollections
was of the annual county fair at Newton, at
which the finest of his father’s wagons
were displayed and judged. It was the
delight of the Krehbiel children to clamber
into the shining farm wagon and lead a
proud caravan of coupled vehicles—a
spring wagon, several buggies, a beauti-
fully upholstered carriage, and perhaps
a store wagon—all demonstrating the
art of expert builders, painters, and
upholsterers.

The lemon-yellow delivery wagon was
enclosed much like the delivery trucks of
today, but resplendent with gay trim, bold
lettering, and fancy striping. On its spa-
cious sides were large wine-colored panels
decorated with rococo borders of gold and
red; the name of the company was lettered
in genuine gold leaf, and every letter was
shaded in both red and purple. On one
wagon, Albert was allowed to paint even
the wheels and running gear in wine color.
At the fairgrounds, the Krehbiel wagons
competed with “factory-made” buggies—
including those manufactured by Bain and

Studebaker—but such vehicles simply
could not win.
Decorating his father’s brilliant

wagons—together with schooldays filled
with drawing caricatures of teachers and
students—instilled in the boy a passion for
painting and color. Albert Krehbiel's only
desire was to enter the field of art—totally
against the family’s wishes. During his
teens he agreed to learn the blacksmithing
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trade in order to meet his father's demand
that he have something to fall back on in
case art failed to provide a living. He pur-
sued his study of art first at Bethel College
and then at the School of Design and
Painting at Topeka.

Family legend has it that late in the
1890s Krehbiel's talent was discovered by
the director of the Art Institute of Chi-
cago, William Merchant R. French, during
one of his frequent lecture tours through
the West. With French's encouragement,
Krehbiel enrolled at the Art Institute.
Family tradition further has it that he ped-
aled his bicycle from Newton to Chicago.

Within a few years after entering the Art
Institute, Krehbiel was awarded the Insti-
tute’s American Traveling Scholarship,
which enabled him to go abroad for study
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under the greatest of the European artists,
including Jean Paul Laurens, considered
the last of the great historical painters. In
addition to classes with Laurens at the
Académie Julian in Paris, Krehbiel spent
summers in the museums of Holland and
France. During his last year in Europe he
made a walking and painting tour through
Spain, observing the impressionist Velas-
quez at first hand. (Years later, nine of
Krehbiel's Velasquez studies were dis-
played at the Art Institute Exhibition of
Copies of Old Masters.)

In Paris, Krehbiel received honors sel-
dom given Americans. The Académie rec-
ognized his work with gold medals in 1904
and 1905, and the news was rapidly trans-
mitted to the newspaper at Newton:

Newton Boy Successful Artist

An interesting letter has been received from
Albert Krehbiel . . . [who] is now in Paris and
has received three gold medals, the first posi-
tion in painting, and two prizes of 100 francs
apiece. Nine of his pictures are hung in Julian
college, which is more than any one artist on
record has had, and he also has several pictures
in the most exclusive Paris salon.?

Returning to the United States with a
total of four gold medals and the coveted

The four Academie Julian medals awarded to Albert Krehbiel during his three years of study in Par:s







